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The Book 


nce there was, and one day there will be. This is the 
О beginning of every story. 

Once there was a world called Kelanna, a wonderful and 
terrible world of water and ships and magic. The people of 
Kelanna were like you in many ways—they spoke and worked 
and loved and died—but they were different in one very im- 
portant respect: they couldn’t read. They had never developed 
alphabets or rules for spelling, never set their histories down in 
stone. They remembered their histories with their voices and 
bodies, repeating them over and over until the stories became 
part of them, and the legends were as real as their own tongues 
and lungs and hearts. 

Some stories were picked up and passed from mouth to 
mouth, crossing kingdoms and oceans, while others perished 
quickly, repeated a few times and never again. Not all the leg- 


ends were popular, and many of them lived secret lives in a single 


family or a small community of believers, who whispered 
among themselves so the stories would not be forgotten. 

One of these rare tales told of a mysterious object called a 
book, which held the key to the greatest magic Kelanna had ever 
known. Some people said it contained spells for turning salt 
into gold and men into rats. Others said with long hours and a 
little dedication, you could learn to control the weather . . . or 
even create an army. The accounts differed in the details, but 
on one thing they all agreed: only a few could access its power. 
Some people said there was a secret society trained precisely for 
that purpose, toiling away generation after generation, poring 
over the book and copying it down, harvesting knowledge like 
sheaves of wheat, as if they could survive on sentences and sup- 
ple paragraphs alone. For years they hoarded the words and the 
magic, growing stronger on it every day. 

But books are curious objects. They have the power to trap, 
transport, and even transform you if you are lucky. But in the 
end, books—even magic ones—are only objects pieced together 
from paper and glue and thread. That was the fundamental 
truth the readers forgot. How vulnerable the book really was. 

To fire. 

To the damp. 

To the passage of time. 

And to theft. 


CHAPTER 1 


The Consequences of Thievery 


here were redcoats on the road. The gravel path that cut 
йк the tangled jungle was teeming with people, 
and the mounted Oxscinian soldiers rode above the sea of foot 
traffic like lords in a parade: their fine red jackets unblemished, 
their black boots polished to a high shine. At their waists, their 
sword hilts and gun grips glinted in the gray morning light. 
Any law-abiding citizen would have been happy to see them. 
“No good.” Nin grunted, shifting the pile of furs in her arms. 
“No good at all. Thought this town would be small enough for 
us to escape notice, but that doesn’t seem likely now.” 
Crouched in the undergrowth beside her, Sefia surveyed the 
other shoppers, who carried baskets or towed rattling carts with 
burlap nests for their infants, the parents calling sharply after 
dirt-smudged children if they wandered too far. In their trail- 
worn gear, Sefia and Nin would have blended in well enough, if 


not for the redcoats. 


“Are they here for us?” Sefia asked. “I didn’t think the news 
would spread so fast.” 

“Word travels quick when you’ve got a face as pretty as 
mine, girl.” 

Sefia forced out a chuckle. Old enough to be her grandmother, 
Nin was a squat woman with matted hair and a face as tough as 
rawhide. Being pretty wasn’t what made her memorable. 

No, Nin was a master criminal with hands like magic. They 
were nothing special to look at, but she could slip a brace- 
let from a woman’s wrist with a touch as soft as a breath. She 
could undo locks with a twitch of her fingers. You had to see 
Nin’s hands at work to really see her at all. Otherwise, in her 
bear-skin traveling cloak, she looked something like a hill of 
dirt: dry, brown, ready to crumble in the humidity of the rain 
forest. 

Ever since they’d fled their home in Deliene, the northern- 
most of Kelanna’s five island kingdoms, they’d kept a low pro- 
file as they roamed from one land to the next, surviving on what 
they could find in the wilderness. But in the hardest winters, 
when the scavenging was poor and the hunting was worse, Nin 
had taught Sefia to pick locks, pick pockets, and even steal huge 
hocks of meat without anyone noticing. 

And for six years, they hadn’t been caught. 

“Can’t stay here.” Nin sighed and hefted the pelts in her 
arms. “We’ll unload these in the next town.” 

Sefia felt a twinge of guilt in her stomach. It was her fault, af- 
ter all. If she hadn’t been so cocky two weeks ago, no one would 


have noticed them. But she’d been stupid. Overconfident. She’d 


tried to steal a new bandanna for herself—all viridian with gold 
paisley, much finer than her faded red one—but the clothier had 
noticed. At the last second, Nin had slipped the bandanna into 
her own pocket, taking the blame so Sefia wouldn’t have to, and 
they'd left town with redcoats on their heels. 

It had been too close. Someone might have recognized Nin. 

And now they had to leave Oxscini, the Forest Kingdom that 
had been their home for over a year. 

“Why don’t I do it?” Sefia asked, helping Nin to her feet. 

Nin scowled up at her. “Too dangerous.” 

Sefia plucked at the topmost pelt in Nin’s arms. Half of these 
were kills she'd brought down and skinned herself, enough to 
help them pay for passage out of Oxscini, if they ever got into 
town to trade them. Sefia took hold of her pack straps. Nin had 
kept them safe all these years. Now it was Sefia's turn. 

“Tt might be more dangerous to wait,” she said. 

Nin's face clouded. Though the old woman had never ex- 
plained exactly how she'd met Sefia's parents, Sefia knew it was 
because someone had been after them. They'd had something 
their enemies wanted. 

And now Sefia had it. 

For the past six years, she'd carried everything she owned on 
her back: all the tools she needed to hunt and cook and camp, 
and at the bottom, slowly wearing holes in the leather, the only 
thing she had left of her parents—a heavy reminder that they 
had existed, and now were gone. Her hands tightened on the 
straps of her pack. 


Nin shifted her weight and glanced over her shoulder, into 


the thick of the jungle. “I don’t like it,” she said. “You’ve never 
gone in alone.” 

“You can’t go in.” 

“We can wait. There’s a village a five-day journey from here. 
Smaller. Safer.” 

“Safer for you. No one knows who I am.” Sefia lifted her 
chin. “I can go into town, sell off the goods, and get out of 
there by noon. We'll be twice as fast if we don't have these pelts 
to lug around.” 

Nin hesitated for a long moment, her shrewd gaze darting 
from the shadows in the undergrowth to the flashes of red on 
the road. Finally, she shook her head. “Be quick,” she said. 
“Don’t hold out for the best price. All we need is enough to hop 
a ship out of Oxscini. Doesn't matter where.” 

Sefia grinned. It wasn’t every day she won an argument with 
Nin. She wrested the heavy stack of pelts from Nin’s sturdy 
arms. “Don’t worry,” she said. 

Frowning, Nin tugged on the red bandanna Sefia used to tie 
her hair back. “Worry’s what keeps us safe, girl.” 

“Tl be fine.” 

“Oh, you'll be fine, will you? Sixty years of this life, and I’m 
fine. Why is that?” 

Sefia rolled her eyes. “Because you’re careful.” 

Nin nodded once and crossed her arms. She looked so per- 
fectly like her grouchy old self that Sefia smiled again and gave 
her a quick peck on the cheek. “Thanks, Aunt Nin,” she said. 
“T won't let you down this time.” 

The woman grimaced, wiping her face with the back of her 


hand. “I know you won't. Sell the furs and come straight back 


to camp. There’s a storm brewing, and I want to get going be- 
fore it breaks.” 

“Yes, ma’am. I won’t let you down.” Turning away, Se- 
fia glanced up, noting the moisture in the air, the speed of the 
clouds as they crossed the sky. Nin always knew when the rains 
were coming, said it was the chill in her bones. 

Sefia stumbled off, hefting the furs in her slender arms. 
She was almost at the edge of the trees when Nin’s gruff voice 
reached her again, quick with warning: “And don’t you forget, 
girl. There’s worse than redcoats out there.” 

She didn’t look back as she struck out from under cover to 
join the other people on the road, but Sefia couldn’t stop herself 
from shuddering at Nin’s words. They had to avoid the author- 
ities because of Nin’s history of thievery, but that wasn’t the 
reason they lived like nomads. 

She didn’t know much, but over the years she’d gathered 
this: Her parents had been on the run. They’d done all they 
could to keep her isolated, safe from some nameless, faceless 
enemy. 

It hadn’t been enough. 

And now the only thing that kept her safe was her mobility, 
her anonymity. If no one knew where she was or what she car- 
ried, no one would find her. 

Sefia shrugged her pack higher on her shoulders, feeling the 
weight thump against the small of her back, and weaved seam- 
lessly into the crowd. 

By the time she reached the edge of town, Sefia’s arms 
were aching with the weight of the furs. She tottered past the 


docks, where a few small fishing boats and merchant ships were 
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moored to the tipsy piers. Beyond the cove, the crimson hulks 
of Oxscinian Royal Navy ships lay at anchor, decks spiked with 
cannons. 

Five years ago, a small handful of patrol boats would have 
sufficed, but now they were at war with Everica, the recently 
united Stone Kingdom, and they’d tightened the restrictions on 
trade and travel. Sefia and Nin could no longer travel to the em- 
battled shores of Everica, and even the stretch of Central Sea 
between the two kingdoms was rife with at-sea skirmishes and 
bloodthirsty privateers. To ordinary citizens, the sentinel ships 
might have been protectors, but to Sefia, who had never been 
ordinary, they were prison guards, barring her escape. 

At the entrance to the town square, she paused to study the 
layout of the market, searching for alleys she might use if she 
needed a quick exit. Around the perimeter were rows of shops 
easily identified by the crests over their doors: a cleaver and a 
pig for the butcher, an anvil for the blacksmith, crossed wooden 
peels for the baker. But it was the cluster of covered stalls in 
the center of the square that drew the crowds. On market days, 
traveling merchants and local farmers came from miles around, 
selling everything from bolts of cloth to scented soaps and balls 
of twine. 

Sefia wove among vendors hawking mangoes and passion 
fruit, sacks of coffee and catches of silver fish. Through the 
throngs of shoppers, she spied loose clasps on bracelets and 
jackets bulging with coin purses, but now was not the time for 
thievery. 

She passed the newsstand, where a member of the newsmen’s 


guild, a woman in a short-billed newsman’s cap and brown 


armbands, greeted her with more news of the turmoil abroad: 
“Another merchant ship lost to Captain Serakeen off the Lic- 
carine coast! Queen orders additional naval escort for ambas- 
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sadors traveling to Liccaro!” At her feet, the collection tin rang 
with the plink! plink! of copper coins. 

Sefia shuddered. While Everica and Oxscini warred in the 
south, the sweltering desert kingdom of Liccaro had problems 
of its own: Serakeen, the Scourge of the East, and his fleet of 
brutal pirates. He terrorized the seas around the poor island, 
pillaging coastal cities and extorting others, attacking traders 
and supply ships bringing aid to a kingdom that hadn’t had a 
king in generations. She and Nin had barely escaped one of 
Serakeen’s warships when they'd left Liccaro over a year ago. 
She still remembered the bursts of fire from distant cannons, 
the explosions of water on either side of the ship. 

As she made for the furrier's stall, elbowing her way past 
people dressed in work shirts and old trousers, long cotton 
dresses and pointed coattails, a flash of gold caught her eye: a 
light no bigger than a puddle, rippling beneath the boot heels 
of the crowd. She smiled. If she looked too closely, it would 
disappear, so she contented herself with knowing it was there, 
on the edge of her vision. 

Her mother had always told her there was some hidden 
energy to the world, some light simmering just beneath the 
surface. It was always there, swirling invisibly around her, and 
every so often it would bubble up, as water appears from a fis- 
sure in the earth, a golden glow visible only to those who were 
especially attuned to it. 


Like her mother. Her beautiful mother, whose copper skin 


would tan to bronze in the summer months, who had given 
her the same slender build, the same unusual grace, the same 
special sense that there was more to the world than its physical 
forms. 

When Sefia had brought it up with Nin, her aunt had gone 
sullen and silent, refusing to answer any questions or even make 
casual conversation for a whole day. 

She’d never mentioned it again, though that didn’t stop her 
from seeing it. 

As the little pool of light began to ebb away, a man crossed in 
front of her. Stiff black hair flecked with gray, a stoop accentu- 
ated by an oversize sweater. She looked again. 

But it wasn’t him. The shape of his skull was wrong. The 
height was wrong. He didn’t share her straight brows or her 
teardrop eyes, dark as onyx. Everything was wrong. It was never 
him. 

Her father had been dead for six years, her mother for ten, 
but that didn’t stop her from seeing them in complete strangers. 
That didn’t stop the twinge in her heart when she remembered, 
again, that they were gone. 

She shook her head and blinked rapidly as she approached 
the furrier's, where a harried-looking woman was pawing 
through chinchilla furs with one hand while gripping the arm 
of her young son with the other. The little boy was crying, her 
hold on him so tight her fingers puckered his pink skin. 

“Don’t you ever leave my sight again! The impressors will 
get you!” When she shook his arm, his entire body wobbled. 

The furrier, a plain woman with spindly arms, leaned over 


the counter, digging her hands into a stack of fox pelts. “I heard 


another boy disappeared this week, just down the coast,” she 
whispered, glancing sideways to see if anyone was eavesdrop- 
ping. Half-hidden behind her armful of pelts, Sefia pretended 
to take a greater interest in the paper envelopes of spices in the 
next stall, each one painted with a picture of the dried herbs 
inside: cumin, coriander, fennel, turmeric... 

“See?” The mother’s voice rose in pitch. “This is impressor 
country!” 

Sefia's pulse quickened. Impressors. Even the word sounded 
sinister. She and Nin had been overhearing bits of news about 
them for a couple of years now. As the story went, boys were 
disappearing all over Kelanna's island kingdoms, too many to 
be runaways. There was talk of boys being turned into killers. 
You'd know them if you saw them, people said, because they'd 
have a burn around their neck like a collar. That was the first 
thing impressors did—brand the boys with red-hot tongs so 
they'd have that exact scar. 

The thought of the impressors made Sefia hunch her shoul- 
ders, suddenly conscious of how exposed she was in this sea 
of strangers, these watchers and whisperers. Checking behind 
her, she caught sight of a flash of red and gold among the stalls. 
Redcoats. They were headed her way. 

As soon as the woman and her son left, Sefia dumped Nin's 
pelts on the counter. While the furrier thumbed through them, 
Sefia fidgeted impatiently, glancing around at the swirling 
crowd, reaching behind her every so often to reassure herself 
that the mysterious angular object remained inside her pack. 

Someone tapped her on the shoulder. Stiffening, Sefia turned 


around. 


Behind her were the redcoats. 

“Have you seen this woman?” one asked. 

The other held out a yellowed sheet of paper, curling at the 
edges. A fading sketch. The features of the wanted woman were 
hooded and indistinct, but there was no mistaking the slope of 
her shoulders, the matted bear-skin cloak. 

Sefia felt as if she’d been dropped into dark water. “No,” she 
said faintly, “who is it?” 

The first redcoat shrugged and moved to the spices stall. 
“Have you seen this woman?” 

The other smiled sheepishly. “You’re too young to remem- 
ber her, but thirty years ago she was the most notorious thief 
in the Five Islands. They called her the Locksmith. Someone 
a few towns over said they spotted her, but who knows. She’s 
probably long dead by now. Don’t you worry.” 

Swallowing, Sefia nodded. She recognized the story. The 
redcoats passed into the crowd again. 

The Locksmith. 

Nin’s old nickname. 

She agreed to the first price the furrier offered her and 
dumped the gold coins into her purse beside a piece of rutilated 
quartz and the last few rubies from a necklace she’d stolen in 
Liccaro. Was it enough? It had to be enough. 

Stowing her purse, she brushed the bottom of her pack once 
more and plowed into the crowd, elbowing the other shoppers 
aside in her haste to leave town. 

Once she reached the jungle, she began to run, breaking 
brush, catching on branches, made awkward and slow by the 


weight of her pack. 
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Was that crashing in the foliage the sound of her own pas- 
sage, or the sounds of a chase? 

She stole a glance behind her, imagining the creak of leather 
boots, the pounding of feet. 

She ran faster, the hard rectangular object beating painfully 
against the base of her spine. The woods grew hot and humid 
around her. 

Word travels quick. She had to get Nin. If the redcoats knew 
Nin was in Oxscini, there was no telling who else knew too. 

The campsite was only twenty yards ahead when, without 
warning, the forest around her went silent. The birds stopped 
singing. The insects stopped buzzing. Even the wind stopped 
whispering. Sefia froze, all her senses alert, her breath sounding 
loud as a lumber saw in the unmoving undergrowth. Her skin 
crawled. 

Then came the smell. Not the foul, rotting smell of sewage 
but a too-clean smell, like copper. A smell she could taste. A 
smell she could feel tingling in the tips of her fingers. 

A smell she knew. 

Through the trees, she heard Nin’s voice, low and guarded, 
the same voice she used when she was facing down large game, 


all claws and tusks, ready to charge: “So. You finally found me.” 
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CHAPTER 2 


Worse Than Redcoats 


efia ducked into the nearest patch of ferns, trembling so 
S violently the fronds began quivering at her touch. The 
stench of scorched earth and copper was so strong her insides 
hummed with it. 

There was the sound of laughter, like ground glass. “I almost 
didn’t believe it when we got word that some redcoats nearly 
caught you in the Oxscinian backwoods, but here you are.” 

We. Sefia dug her fingers into the earth. Her suspicions had 
been right. Someone—a group of someones—uad been search- 
ing for them. And found them. 

Because of her. 

She began pulling herself along the ground. Spiderwebs 
caught in her hair. Thorns pricked her skin. She gritted her 
teeth and kept going, inching closer and closer to the campsite. 

“Гуе spent my whole apprenticeship hunting you. I wasn't 


even sure you were as uncatchable as everyone said you were—” 
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“Get on with it, will you?" Nin interrupted. 

А quick, muffled snap made Sefia pause, eyes wide, in the 
brush. But through the huge, shovel-shaped leaves she could 
see nothing. 

“. .. or if you were dead.” 

After a moment, Nin grunted, “Still kicking.” 

“For now.” 

No. Sefia dragged herself through the brush. Not again. 

Ignoring the spines of an overgrown rattan, she wedged her- 
self up against a rotting log shrouded with moss and airplants. 
Branches caught at her clothing, but through the spiked leaves 
and dead vines, she could almost see what was happening in the 
clearing. 

Nin was on her knees, gingerly touching the side of her 
head. A trickle of blood ran down the heel of her hand and 
dropped from her wrist. 

A hooded woman stood over her. Clothed all in black, the 
woman was like a shadow come striding out of the forest, all 
violence and darkness. At her side, her right hand rested on the 
hilt of a curved sword. 

Past the screen of leaves, Sefia could just make out the forms 
of two black horses tied among the trees. Two horses. There 
was someone else in the clearing. 

“Search her,” came a man’s voice, dry and brittle as bones. 

Sefia shuddered at the sound of it. 

The woman in black knelt in front of Nin’s pack and up- 
ended its contents onto the forest floor. The pots and knives, 
the tent and hatchet, the collapsible brass spyglass, all of Nin’s 


belongings came clattering out in a burst of noise. Sefia started. 
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Rattan spines raked her cheek, drawing blood. 

She barely noticed. A cold rivulet of fear ran down her 
spine. Sefia could see the woman’s face now. Her enemy had 
a face: ugly dishwater eyes and cratered skin, with a few limp 
locks of hair floating around her cheeks. 

Was this the same person who had killed her father? 

“Tt’s not here,” Nin said. 

It. Sefia’s hand went to her pack. Through the leather, the 
hard metal corners of the strange object dug into her palm. 
This was what they wanted. 

The woman went rooting among Nin's things, tossing aside 
the patched shirts and hand-carved utensils with a carelessness 
that made Sefia's insides burn. 

At last the woman in black straightened. The stink of metal 
grew sharper. It crackled and burned, until the air was buzzing 
with it. 

She whirled on Nin. “Where is it?” 

Nin glared up at her, bent forward, and spat in the dirt. 

The woman struck her across the face with the back of her 
hand. In the bushes, Sefia bit down on her tongue to keep from 
crying out. Nin’s lip split. Blood pooled between her teeth. 

Sticking out her chin, Nin leaned over and spat again. 
“Gonna take more than that to make me talk,” she said. 

The woman in black let out a bark of laughter. * You'll talk. 
By the time we're done with you, you'll sing. You saw what we 
did to him, didn't you?" 

Her father Sefia fought back the memory of amputated 
limbs. Misshapen hands. Things no kid should see. Things no 
one should ever see. Nin hadn't seen the body. She'd spirited 


is 14 


Sefia away into the woods as soon as she’d shown up, sobbing 
and bedraggled, at Nin’s door. 

But Sefia had seen it. 

She knew what they could do. 

Nin said nothing. 

Beyond Sefia’s vision, the man spoke again, his words like 
ice: “Let’s go. It’s not here.” 

“T already told you that,” Nin grumbled. “For folks who’re 
supposed to be so powerful, you aren’t too bright, are you? No 
wonder it took you so long to track me down.” 

“You think that matters? You think that'll stop us?” The 
woman in black hit her again. “We are the wheel that drives the 
firmament. We'll never stop.” 

And again, her fist making wet smacking sounds against 
Nin’s wrinkled flesh. 

Sefia flinched. A branch snapped beneath her. She tensed. 

The rhythm of the woman’s blows didn’t falter, but across 
the clearing Nin froze. For a second, her eyes locked with 
Sefia’s, warning her to stay put. To keep quiet. 

Nin crumpled at the next impact. Her face in the dirt, her 
flesh swollen and cut. 

Stop them, Sefia told herself. She could go out there and give 
up her pack. Just give them what they wanted. 

But fear roiled inside her. 

A dismembered corpse. The sick stench of metal. 

She’d seen what had happened to her father. 

There was movement to her right. Sounds of footsteps in 
the dead leaves. Sefia went cold. The man was coming for her, 


stalking the underbrush like a predator. She still couldn’t see 
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him, but the tips of the ferns bent and tilted at his passage, 
sending ripples among the fiddleheads. He was getting closer. 

The smell of metal was so sharp it made her teeth hurt. 

“Wait,” Nin coughed. 

The man halted. 

The woman in black paused, her arm drawn back. 

Slowly, Nin pushed herself off the ground. Blood and saliva 
dribbled from her chin. She wiped it away, squinting up through 
her bruises. “If you want to do any real damage, you've got to 
get my good side,” she said, tapping her other cheek. 

The woman in black seized Nin’s hand and twisted. 

Nin buckled. 

Her wrist snapped. 

Sefia nearly lunged out from the brush to get to her, but Nin 
was watching her again. Stay put. Keep quiet. 

“Enough,” the man said. 

The woman in black glared in his direction, but she grabbed 
the collar of Nin’s cloak, hauling her to her feet. The horses 
were stamping and whiffling at the edge of the clearing. 

Now, Sefia thought. Before it’s too late. 

But she couldn’t move. She couldn’t. 

They bound Nin’s hands and mounted, Nin letting out a 
slight whuff of air as they forced her up. Despite the thorns that 
caught on her hands and arms, Sefia pushed away the spiked 
leaves until she could see Nin’s swollen eyes watching her from 
the back of the horse. 

Nin. 

The only family she had left. 


Then they were gone, slipping away between the branches, 
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which closed behind them as if they’d never been. 

As the sound of the horses faded into the distance, the cop- 
per smell dissipated like mist, leaving that familiar metallic 
taste in the back of Sefia’s throat. 

Her breath came in ragged gasps. Hoisting herself over 
the log, she staggered into the clearing, where she fell forward 
among Nin’s belongings. The sobs came suddenly up from her 
stomach, wracking her entire body. 

Six years on the run from these people. A lifetime in hiding. 
And still they'd found her. 

Sefia began gathering up Nin's things—an oversize shirt, 
the spyglass, her lock picks—as if the weight of them would be 
enough to hold on to, now that Nin was gone. 

Of course it wasn't. 

Sefia unfolded the leather case that held the lock picks, her 
fingers catching on the metal tips of Nin's most trusted tools. 
Her eyes blurred with tears. 

Her mother and father were dead. And now Nin had been 
taken from her too. To be beaten and tortured and who knew 
what else. 

No. Sefia twisted the leather in her hands. Not yet. 

The woman's words came back to her like shards of glass, 
cutting into her: We'll never stop. 

Not until they'd gutted everything she'd ever loved. 

Not until they'd laid waste to everyone that stood in their 
path. 

Sefia's hands burned, as if everything she touched would 
burst into flame. 


They wouldn't stop? Well, neither would she. 
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Tucking the lock picks away, she jammed a bundle of Nin’s 
things into her pack and shouldered it. Then, narrowing her 
eyes, she located the hoofprints in the soft earth and marched 
into the jungle. 

They were faster than her, but Sefia was relentless. She 
tracked them through miles of rain forest, over fallen logs and 
into creeks, past gnarled thickets of thorns and stagnant pools 
buzzing with mosquitoes. By midafternoon, just as Nin had 
predicted, sheets of water began pouring over the rain forest, 
dripping from the canopy until everything was wet through. 
Grimly, Sefia pulled her rain cloak over herself and the pack, 
squinting into the rain. 

As she slogged through the downpour, it became harder and 
harder to track the horses. But they didn’t stop, and neither 
would she. She carried on, searching for crescent-shaped pud- 
dles and broken twigs in the failing light. 

The rain fell, but she didn’t stop. 

Darkness fell, but she didn’t stop. 

But on the edge of a roaring creek, swollen with rain, she 
slipped. She slid down the muddy bank, clutching at loose roots 
that ripped away in her hands, and landed in the turgid water, 
tumbling over and over in the dark and the cold. Again and 
again, the current thrust her under, but every time she came 
up gasping for air, striking at the rapids with her arms and legs, 
searching for shore. 

With nothing but her stubbornness and what remained of 
her failing strength, she made it to the opposite bank and hauled 
herself out of the water on shaking limbs. The rain pelted her 


face as she lay gasping in the dark. How far had she come? She 
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must have been miles downstream now. 

Sefia pushed herself to her feet, gritting her teeth against a 
sudden pain in her ankle. She knelt, testing the swollen joint 
with numb fingers. It wasn’t broken. At least there was that. 
Gathering her pack, she ran her hand over the outside to check 
that its contents were safe, and limped away from the water to 
set up the little tent. 

The rain didn’t stop. It hammered on the canvas as she 
hauled the pack after her and placed it in the space where Nin 
would have lain, though she couldn’t fool herself into think- 
ing the sodden lump was her aunt. Wincing at her scrapes and 
bruises, she struggled out of her wet clothes and climbed under 
her blanket, pulling herself into a ball with her hands clasped 
around her knees. 

Dry-eyed, she stared into the darkness. 


“Nin,” she whispered. 
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The Dreams 


A was dreaming again, and in the dreams he had no 
name. He didn't remember when he'd lost it, but now 
the men called him boy or bootlicker or nothing at all. 

He stood in a circle of stones, large and pale as skulls, while 
men and women jeered at him from outside the ring, their faces 
turned into hideous masks by torchlight. When he shifted, bits 
of gravel dug into the bottoms of his bare feet. 

“This your new candidate, Hatchet?” a man sneered. He 
had black deep-set eyes and sallow skin. 

“Got him in Jocoxa a couple months back,” Hatchet an- 
swered. “Been training him up.” 

Hatchet—stout build, ruddy skin, always picking at half- 
healed scabs. 

The nameless boy touched his neck, fingers grazing the scars 
at his throat. 

Hatchet had burned him. 


The sallow man smiled, his teeth sharp and small like а fer- 
ret’s. “Argo’s already put down four underfed whelps like this 
one.” 

Turning, the boy with no name found Argo standing on the 
other side of the ring, the light flickering over four raised burns 
on his right arm. Through the short coils of his beard, he wore 
a slack-jawed smile. 

The crowd began clapping and whooping. A signal, maybe. 

Argo strode toward the nameless boy, who tried to step side- 
ways. But he stumbled. 

“Watch it!” Hatchet snapped. 

The boy with no name was turning, bewildered, trying to 
find Hatchet’s watery eyes in the crowd when Argo attacked. 

His fists were everywhere, raining on the nameless boy’s face 
and head and chest. It got hard to breathe, hard to see. 

The blows came faster, heavier, like hail. 

The boy with no name doubled over, caught a knee in the 
face. The ground rose up to meet him. 

Dimly, he heard Hatchet shouting, “Get up! Get up, you 
little 一 ” 

But he did not get up. 

Argo flipped him onto his back, straddled his chest, and 
raised a hand to strike. 

In that moment, the nameless boy understood: This was the 
end. He was going to die. 

He would cease to breathe. Cease to be. Cease to hurt. It 
would be easy. 


But he didn’t want to die. 


And knowing that, knowing he wanted to live, however hard 
it was, however much it hurt, something opened up inside him, 
something hidden and ugly and powerful. 

Argo slowed. 

Everything slowed. 

As if the seconds were stretching into minutes, the minutes 
into hours, the boy without a name could see where the fight 
had begun and every hit he’d taken since, all unfurling before 
him in perfect detail. He could see bruises and newly healed 
bones beneath Argo’s skin, could sense pressure points in his 
joints like buds of pain waiting to blossom. 

The fist came down, but the nameless boy deflected it into 
the dirt. He trapped Argo’s leg with his own and rolled, pinning 
his opponent beneath him. 

“That’s right, boy! Fight back!” Hatchet shouted. 

The boy could have struck. But he leapt to his feet and 
looked around instead. 

He could see everything. He knew which torches would be 
easiest to wrench from the ground and how long it would take 
to reach them. He knew which of the stones lining the ring 
would make the best weapons. He counted revolvers and hid- 
den knives in the crowd, found loose patches of dirt where the 
footing would be weakest. He saw it all. 

As Argo stood, the nameless boy hit him in the face. The 
flesh crumpled. He hit Argo again and again, quick and hard, 
where it would hurt most. Where it would do the most damage. 

It was easy. 


Natural. 
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Like breathing. 

Argo’s kneecap popped. Ligaments snapped. The boy with- 
out a name struck him in the collarbone. He could almost see 
the splinters of bone spring away from each other under the 
skin. 

Argo was crying. He tried to crawl toward the edge of the 
circle, but his arm and leg were no longer working. His limbs 
were covered in dirt. 

The crowd called for blood. 

Kneeling, the nameless boy picked up a rock studded with 
crags. 

It was almost over now. He could see the end. It was very 
close. 

Argo’s eyes were wide with fright. His gums were bloody as 
he pleaded for his life. 

But the boy with no name did not listen. 

Living meant killing. He saw that now. He knew what he 
had to do. 

He brought the rock down onto Argo’s face. He felt the im- 
pact, the sudden warping of bone and flesh and beard. There 
was no more begging. 


He raised the rock again. 


CHAPTER 1 


Quartz and Tiger's Eye 


4 efia glanced down at Archer, where he lay in the hidden 
pocket among the rocks with the rest of their belongings. 
He stirred once, tossing the blanket from his chest, and went 
still again. During the two hours since moonrise, he’d already 
slept and woken so many times, slept and woken, continually 
pulled under the surface of his dreams until he thrust himself 
into consciousness again, gasping for air. 

Even now, he didn’t seem to be resting—brow creased, fin- 
gers twitching, lips drawn back in a snarl or a silent cry. She 
wanted to go to him, to smooth his forehead and uncurl his fists, 
but since their escape, he’d been different, distant. Their en- 
counter with the Guard had changed him. It had changed how 
they were together. 

It had changed everything. 

Perched on a granite boulder, Sefia pulled her blanket closer 


about her shoulders. She would have preferred her hammock 


to this niche between the boulders, but her hammock had been 
left on the floor of Tanin’s office with most of her supplies. 

And Nin. The aunt she’d sworn to rescue. The aunt she’d 
failed. A small body beneath a bear-skin cloak. 

Sefia shuddered, remembering what had happened next: the 
gleam of the knife, the way Tanin’s skin split beneath the blade. 
Her second kill. 

The Guard would make Sefia pay dearly for that if they found 
her. Now two of their Directors had been killed by her family. 

As she did every few minutes, she narrowed her eyes on 
the woods. Feeling for that special sense she’d shared with her 
mother—and her father too—she reached for her magic. 

It was always there, always moving, like a powerful ocean 
beneath a crust of ice. For the world was more than what you 
could see, or hear, or touch. If you had the gift for it, the world 
was Illuminated—every object swimming in its own history, ev- 
ery moment accessible if only you knew how to look for it. 

She blinked, and her vision came alive with swirling golden 
currents, millions of tiny bright specks shifting with the wind, 
the upward inching of the trees, the sigh of decaying matter 
settling gently into the dirt. In the valley below, not two miles 
from their camp, the remote alpine city of Cascarra lay along 
the Olivine River. This close, Sefia could see lamps like golden 
beads spangling the streets and lumberyards, barges tugging 
lightly at their moorings, smoke spiraling up from the pointed 
rooftops. But nothing disturbed the peace. 

Sefia blinked again and her Vision—what the Guard called 
the Sight—faded. She and Archer were safe, for now. The 


Guard had not come for them yet. 


But they would. Just like they had come for her parents. 

Lon and Mareah. 

At the thought of them, her heart curled up like a leaf in 
frost. Sometimes she found it difficult to believe they’d been 
part of a secret society of murderers and kidnappers—not the 
gentle people who'd raised her, protected her, loved her. But 
then she'd remember how her mother used to twirl her blades 
before chopping vegetables. How she'd once killed a coyote 
among their chickens with one skillfully flung knife. And she'd 
remember her father at his telescope by the window, studying 
the ocean. Only now did Sefia understand—he'd been watching 
for signs of the Guard. For the people who hunted them. 

They'd kept so much from her—who they were and what 
they'd done. Because of their secrets, she'd been forced to run 
when she might have fought. Forced to hide when she might 
have been free. Nin was dead because Sefia had been unpre- 
pared. No matter how much she loved her parents, she couldn't 
forgive them for that. 

Or herself. 

And now she was on the run again. 

Five days ago, she and Archer had fled the Guard's trackers 
by boat, sailing north along the rocky Delienean coast. It wasn't 
until they spotted another ship behind them, gaining quickly, 
that they'd risked going ashore, scuttling their craft in an at- 
tempt to shake their pursuers. 

They'd climbed into the Ridgeline, the high range of moun- 
tains leading to the Heartland in the center of the kingdom. 
There among the peaks, they'd headed toward Cascarra, where 


they hoped to catch a riverboat back to the sea. 


After that, they'd keep running, as long as they could. 
Hunted the rest of their lives. 

Sefia turned her attention to the leather-wrapped object in 
her lap. Books were rare enough in Kelanna, hoarded by the 
Guard while everyone else floundered about without reading 
or writing. But this was more than just any book. This was the 
Book—infinite and full of magic—a record of everything that 
had ever been or would ever be, all the ages of history spelled 
out in fine black ink. 

As she’d done every night since she began running again, 
Sefia gingerly pulled back the waterproof leather. 

She could find out who her mother and father had really 
been, and why they'd done what they'd done. . . but she could 
never quite muster the courage to look. 

Archer jerked in his sleep, exposing the vicious burns on his 
neck. Beneath him, dry twigs snapped, like gunshots in the still 
woods. 

Sefia stole another glance at the surrounding forest, but the 
underbrush was still. 

With a sigh, she sat back again. The Book’s cover was 
cracked and stained, with discolored scallops and whorls where 
there had once been jewels and decorative filigree. But the only 
traces of precious metal that remained were its clasps and gold- 
capped corners. 


Out of habit, she began tracing the symbol in the center. 


Two curves for her parents. A curve for Nin. The straight 


line for herself. The circle for what she had to do: Learn what 


the Book was for. Rescue Nin. And if she could, punish the 
people responsible. 

But she still couldn’t bring herself to open the Book. Still 
couldn’t face the truth. She was about to replace the leather 
covering when a branch cracked in the distance. 

Tensing, she blinked, and her Sight flooded with gold. To 
the east, she spotted men descending from the ridge, weaving 
in and out of the moonlight like black fish in a black pond, fins 
flashing on the surface before they submerged again. 

Trackers. 

They must have been on the other side of the mountain 
when she’d scanned her surroundings, but now they were clos- 
ing in. 

Below her, Archer thrashed, knocking over his pack. The 
canteen clattered against the scabbard of his sword. 

For a second the trackers paused. They turned toward her. 
In the Illuminated world, their eyes glowed, flicking back and 
forth in their sockets as they scoured the darkness. 

Then they began to advance. 

Honed by years on the run, Sefia’s instincts kicked in. 
Swiftly, she wrapped the Book and leapt down among the 
boulders. 

Archer flailed, his outstretched hands raking across the 
ground. He was so loud. Sefia threw her arms around him, 
trapping his arms and legs with her own. Beneath them, the 
fallen pine needles crackled like fire. 

His eyes flew open, large and golden. Panic flooded his 
features. She could feel his heart thundering inside him as his 


mouth opened and closed, opened and closed, gasping for air. 


Then the struggle, like а rabbit caught in a snare. Her grip 
broke. 

“Archer,” she whispered. 

He shoved her back against the rocks. Pain shot through her. 

“Archer.” She was pleading now, desperate. “It’s okay. It’s 
me. It’s Sefia. Archer.” 

He froze, his breath coming too fast, too loud. 

This time he allowed her to wrap him up in her arms, his 
pulse quick and insistent against her skin. This close, she could 
feel his breath gliding across her cheek. She bit her lip. Five 
days since the kiss. Five days and she could still feel the curve of 
his mouth on hers, still ached to feel it again. 

Archer looked up as the sound of footsteps reached them. 
Sefia knew those noises, had made them herself when hunting 
with Nin. Stalking paces, interspersed with long listening si- 
lences. A hundred feet away? Fifty? Pointing toward the woods, 
she mouthed, Trackers. 

He nodded, blinking rapidly. Silent as snow, he drew a piece 
of quartz from his pocket and began running his thumb along 
each of its facets in a ritual Sefia had taught him over a month 
ago, to ward off his panic, to remind him he was safe. 

But they weren’t safe. 

Through a gap in the boulders, she watched the shadows 
shift among the trees. The trackers were all around them now, 
with starlight on their rifles and shadows in their eyes, search- 
ing the ground for footprints. 

They'll find us. Anyone with a rudimentary grasp of tracking 
would recognize the little encampment. Sefia had to force them 


to move on. And soon. 
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Summoning her Sight again, she flicked her fingers. In the 
Illuminated world, the threads of light tightened and sprang 
back like bowstrings, sending ripples through the bands of 
gold. Ten yards away, on the slope leading toward Cascarra, a 
dead branch cracked. 

The trackers ducked. Their rifles went up. They were so 
quiet . . . and so fast. 

She did it again, farther away this time. 

With a wave, their leader beckoned them toward the river 
valley, and they began creeping toward the sound of the break- 
ing branches, toward the city, away from Sefia and Archer. 

As her pulse slowed, she became aware of Archer’s body 
entangled with her own. He’d stopped rubbing the crystal and 
was now still as a stone, watching her with his sunken, sleep- 
deprived eyes. “Did I hurt you?” he whispered. 

Even after five days, the timbre of his voice still surprised 
her, with its layers of fire and darkness, like tiger’s eye. 

“No.” She got to her knees, trying not to wince at the pain 
between her shoulder blades. They had to keep moving, before 


the trackers realized they weren’t in Cascarra. She grabbed her 


blanket. 
“When I woke up and didn't know where I was... when I 
couldn't move, I thought . . . Pm sorry І...” He sat up, and 


for a moment she thought he'd continue. But then he closed 
his mouth and touched the scar around his neck, the burn the 
impressors gave all their boys, to mark them as candidates. For 
years the Guard had been searching for the boy they believed 
would lead them to victory in the bloodiest war Kelanna had 


ever seen. А killer. А captain. A commander. 


11 


Being one of their candidates had taken everything from 
Archer—his name, his voice, his memory—leaving him a husk 
of a person. 

All of that had come back in their encounter with the Guard. 
But Archer still hadn’t told her his real name, and at times like 
these she felt like she knew him even less than before. 

Just like my parents, she thought bitterly. 

“They almost caught us,” Archer said, pocketing the piece 
of quartz. 

“Tm sorry. I didn’t know they were so close.” 

“But you could.” His gaze fell to the Book. “You could know 
where they were at all times. We'd always be one step ahead of 
them." 

Sefia stiffened. He was right, of course—the Book contained 
past, present, future. Every one of the Guard's movements was 
in there somewhere, buried deep in the layers of history. With 
it, she and Archer could easily evade the Guard. If they were 
clever enough, maybe they'd even slip their enemy's grasp for 
good. And maybe then they'd be free. 

But she was afraid. Afraid of what she'd find if she opened 
it. Afraid of what it would tell her about her family . . . and the 
horrific things they might have done. 

But to keep Archer out of the Guard's hands? Archer, 
who'd fought for her, who'd gone hungry and sleepless for 
her? Archer, who, since the return of his memories, somehow 
seemed even more broken than before? 

She met his gaze, steady and solemn. “Okay.” 

Finding a patch of moonlight, Sefia lifted the Book into 


her lap and unwrapped its leather casing. Leaning down until 
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her lips almost brushed the © on the cover, she murmured, 
“Show me what the Guard is doing right now.” 

With a deep breath, she unhooked the clasps. The pages rip- 
pled beneath her fingers and came to rest like two plains fur- 
rowed with ink. 

She could feel Archer with her—waiting. 

“The bedchamber was a ruin,” Sefia read in a whisper, as 
if the Guard might overhear her. With a shudder, she scanned 
their surroundings, but the trackers had long since disappeared. 
They were safe. For now. 

She turned back to the Book. “Open volumes and sheaves 
of paper littered the coverlet, spilling over into stacks of books 
and pools of parchment. . .” Her gaze skipped ahead. “Oh, no. 
No.” 

She’d been wrong. 

They’d never been safe. And no matter how far they ran, no 


matter how well they hid, they’d never be free. 
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Misinterpretation 


he bedchamber was a ruin. Open volumes and 

T sheaves of paper littered the coverlet, spilling over 
into stacks of books and pools of parchment—a destroyed 
landscape of questions that led nowhere and answers to 
riddles she hadn’t posed. 

At this late hour, Tanin should have been asleep. But 
she slept little these days. 

There was much to do. 

Her slender hands shifted across the bedspread, 
discarding dip-pens and dead-end pages. 

This Librarian wrote that the Book was everywhere 
at once. 

“Useless. 

This one penned corpulent paragraphs describing 
the paradox of an infinite Book. 

Irrelevant. 

This Master claimed that fire would visit the Library 
three times. 

Tanin found nothing on the whereabouts of the 


Book right now. 
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She’d had it—cracked leather, crisp pages—exactly as 
the burned page had foretold. 

But she'd lost it too. She'd lost everything—her 
strength, her voice, even her title. 

With shaking hands, she uncorked a new bottle of 
ink to continue her notes. 

Almost immediately, her pulse began to quicken. 
Her chest seized. Something was wrong. As she fumbled 
with the pockets of her nightgown, her breath came 
faster, shallower. 

She could have rung for help. In her weakened 
condition, complications were common. Sometimes 
victims of near-fatal attacks simply didn’t make it. 

But this was no complication. 

This was an assassination. 

Tiny glass bottles of powder and tonic spilled from 
her trembling fingers as it became harder and harder to 
breathe, to think, to act. She picked up vial after vial, 
squinting at their labels as the letters blurred and pain 
clenched her body. 

But this was not the first attempt on her life since her 
encounter with Sefia, and it would not be the last. 

Finally, she found the bottle she needed and broke 
its neck over the open jar of ink. As the black powder 
hit the liquid, it hissed and smoked. The faint odor of 
burned orange peel suffused her senses. 

The tightness іп Tanin's chest eased. Her heartbeat 


slowed. The poisoned ink, which emitted a noxious 
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vapor upon contact with the air, had been rendered 
inert. 

You fail again, Stonegold. 

Leaning back against her pillows, she took one 
long breath and, gathering up the remaining vials, she 
dropped them, tinkling, into her pocket. 

Tanin touched her neck, remembering the knife, the 
hot wet of her own life coursing out of her. If it hadn't 
been for Rajar, her Apprentice Soldier, slowing the 
blood loss with Manipulation, she’d be dead. 

She might soon be, if she wasn’t careful. 

It was customary for the five Masters to select an 
interim from among their ranks if the Director was 
incapacitated. It was also customary for temporary 
replacements to assassinate their Directors, making their 
positions permanent, provided they thought they could 
get away with it without throwing the rest of the Guard 
into chaos. 

Obviously, the current interim, their Master 
Politician, Darion Stonegold, King of Everica, thought 
he could get away with it, at least if he made it look like 
an accident. 

When Edmon was murdered, Stonegold would have 
been the logical successor. He was a natural leader, and 
with the help of their Master Soldier, he had already 
completed Phase I of the Red War—the unification of 
Everica. 


But Erastis had backed Tanin, and where the 


Librarian went, the other Guardians followed. So 
she, the Apprentice Administrator, had been elected 
Director of the Guard over both Stonegold and her 
own Master. 

The Politician had been waiting decades for an 
opportunity to kill her, and now her position in the 
Guard was perilous enough for him to try, although 
not perilous enough for him to murder her outright. 
That meant she still had some support among the other 
Guardians, and she could rally them to her... if she 
retrieved the Book. 

But with these assassination attempts, she was 
running out of time. 

Drawing the covers aside, Tanin sat on the edge of 
the bed, nightgown swaying around her bare ankles. The 
Library was but a short walk down the hall. 

She made it three steps before she fell. Piles of books 
toppled. A display case came crashing to the floor beside 
her, showering her with glass. A single sheet of paper, 
creased and yellowed with age, fluttered to the ground. 

For a moment, she lay there, studying the hastily 
sketched plan, more dream than strategy, with 
annotations in varying hues of ink, added by different 
hands over the years. 


And at the top, the title, in letters bold as brass: 


THE RED WAR 


т] 


There was a knock. 

Tanin opened her mouth to speak, but the 
movement sent spasms of pain up her throat, like the 
burning of paper. Instead, she blinked, summoning the 
Sight, and waved her hand through the currents of gold. 
Across the room, the door opened. 

She picked up the old scrap of parchment, crimping 
the brittle paper with her fingers. She was not powerless, 
not by any stretch of the imagination. She’d been a 
frightened child when she was inducted into the Guard. 
If she could claw her way up from that, she could recover 
from anything. 

Erastis entered, his velvet robes swishing against 
the floor as he walked. He was nearly ninety now, his 
face a topography of wrinkles, his hair—what was left of 
it—almost completely white, but when he saw her lying 
on the floor amid the broken glass, he rushed to her side 
with surprising agility. 

Her face reddened as he helped her back to the bed, 
where she laid Lon’s original plan for the Red War on 
the nightstand. 

“I thought I heard a crash,” Erastis said, tucking 
her in. “I know уоште itching to leave the room, but you 
should use this time to regain your strength.” 

Fumbling for the wooden tray beside her, Tanin 
smoothed a scrap of parchment and dipped a pen. Time 


5 short, she wrote. 


Through his spectacles, Erastis squinted at the page. 
“Another attempt on your life?” 

She nodded at the bottle of ink, which he lifted to 
his nose. 

“Poison? You'd think he'd know better than to use 
a former Administrators instruments against her. Our 
Politician must be getting desperate.? The Librarian 
settled into an armchair. “PI find out who planted the 
bottle and have them dealt with. Darion must know 
I won't tolerate assassination attempts in the Main 
Branch.” 

Tanin swallowed. Once, Erastis might have 
stopped Stonegold altogether. But the Master 
Librarian was old, and his influence was not what it 
had been. 

Aside from the servants, for the past week Һе? 
been her only companion, bringing her manuscripts, 
helping her search for signs of the Book in the 
Library’s vast collection. 

The absence of the other Guardians troubled her. 
Many were out on assignment, but she’d at least expected 
Administrator Dotan, her old Master, to have come. 

Had he turned on her? Or was he simply preoccupied 
with Phase II of the war? Her gaze flicked to her bedside 
table. 

LICCARO—Rajar (Apprentice Soldier) 
V Rajar becomes Serakeen. 
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V Serakeen blockades Liccara & gains power/ influence 
over corrupt regency government. 


Serakeen uses influence to empower political allies 


to seize control of kingdom! 


Dipping her pen again, Tanin wrote, Selia? 

Erastis folded his hands. “Our trackers are as 
relentless as you. Have patience. They’ll find both 
children soon.” 

Tanin scratched out Sefia’s name. Last time, they’d 
been fortunate enough to stumble onto the girl’s 
scribblings. THIS IS 4 BOOK scratched into tree trunks 
and left in the mud like footprints. They could not count 
on fortune to strike again. 

“She’s like her parents, isn’t she?” the Master 
Librarian asked. “Truly Lon and Mareah’s daughter.” 

Once, Tanin had been closer to Lon and Mareah 
than anyone, except perhaps Rajar. The four of them 
had been inseparable—Librarian, Assassin, Soldier, 
Administrator. Years ago, they had conspired to unite all 
Five Islands under the Guard’s control, using war—the 
Red War 一 to conquer the kingdoms they could not sway 
by other means. And to do that, they needed the boy 
from the legends. 

The impressors had even been Lon’s idea. “We 
need a boy with a scar around his throat?” he’d said. 
“Let’s go find him.” 
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“How?” Mareah had asked. “We don’t have the 
personnel.” 

He'd leaned forward eagerly as he outlined his plan. 
“We set up an organization that gets us boys with the 
scars we want. Mar, you can teach them how to spot and 
train candidates. If we offer sufficient compensation, 
we’ll be sure to have the boy on our side when the rest of 
the plan falls into place.” 

Rajar had been the most skeptical. “You can’t 
make destiny, Lon. You're good, but no one’s that 
good.” 

Lon had lifted his chin, his dark eyes gleaming like 
two drops of obsidian. “Not alone. But together we can 
do anything.” 

The nib of Tanin’s pen punctured the page. 

“Still so angry.” Erastis sighed. 

Дол you? 

With one finger, he touched the sheet of paper 
on her bedside table, tracing the phases of the Red War, 
each of the kingdoms they planned to conquer in 


turn: 


PHASE I Conquer Everica 
PHASE 11 Ally with соаг 
PHASE 111 Ally with ре ле 
PHASE Iv Conquer Oxscini € Roky 
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They’d control the Five Islands. They'd eliminate 
the outlaws. Kelanna would be theirs. Well... not all of 
theirs. Not anymore. 

“Why be angry with the dead?” Erastis murmured. 

Because they lied. They told me they loved 
ER BAL HW they [зей mo, they would have 
trusted mer They would have believed in me. 
Nod they never would have left 

The Master Librarian shook his head. His hand fell 
to his side. 

Tanin’s pen skittered across the paper again: Have 
you found any more signs of the Book? 

Leaning forward, Erastis examined the words. “I?m 
afraid n—” 

She interrupted him with a flourish of her pen. Ink 
spattered the coverlet. Would You tell те if you 
had? 

The Master Librarian regarded her sadly. 

She swallowed, feeling her guilt burning in her 
throat. Lon and Mareah may have stolen it. Sefia may 
have fought for it. But Tanin was the one who'd lost it. 
And everyone in the Guard knew it. 

“My dear.” Erastis patted the back of her hand. “I 
love you like I loved them. More, because you stayed. Do 
not doubt what friends you have.” 

Friends, she thought with distaste. Against Darion 
Stonegold, she needed allies. 
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She believed she could count Erastis and his new 
Apprentice among them, but what about Rajar? Dotan 
and his Apprentice Administrator? The First Assassin? 

She needed their loyalty and their support, not their 
love. 

Most of all, she needed the Book. 

And for that, she had to find Sefia. 
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CHAPTER 2 


S efia stared at the pages, stunned. She’d been so sure she’d 
killed Tanin—the look of surprise, the rush of blood—so 
sure she’d avenged her family. 

She’d been wrong. She’d been wrong about a lot of things. 

“The impressors were your father’s idea?” Archer asked. 
His gaze was hard and broken, like a shard of glass. Inadver- 
tently, her gaze fell to the scar at his throat, the ridges and puck- 
ered edges. 

Archer’s kidnapping. His scar. His nightmares. 

Her parents’ doing. 

All the brandings, the torture, the fights. All those dead 
boys. 

Her parents. The parents she’d loved and admired. How 
could they be capable of this? 

For a second she wished Archer would take her in his arms, 


hold her tight and not let go until the world made sense again. 
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But she couldn't ask that, not anymore. “I—I’m sorry. I didn’t 
know,” she whispered. 

A muscle twitched in Archer’s jaw. The tendons in his 
scarred neck pulled taut. “You couldn’t have known,” he said at 
last. He didn’t tell her it was okay, she noticed. Maybe nothing 
between them would ever be okay again. 

“They didn’t tell me. No one did.” Folding down the cor- 
ner of the page, Sefia closed the Book. The symbol on the cover 
seemed to taunt her. Two curves for her parents. A curve for Nin. 
The straight line for herself. Answers. Redemption. Revenge. 

She’d been so naive. She wanted to rip the cover from its 
spine, wanted to tear something to shreds. Tanin, for killing 
Nin. Her parents, for keeping so much from her. The Guard, 
for causing all of this. 

But there was only one thing she could do. Only one thing 
she'd been trained for Running. Wrapping the Book in its 
leather casing, Sefia shoved it deep into her pack and brushed a 
lock of hair from her eyes. “Are you still with me?” 

Archer stared at her so long she could almost see his ex- 
haustion forming bruises beneath his eyes. Did he blame her 
for what her parents had done? Did he want to leave her, after 
everything they’d been through? 

No, please not that. 

Finally, he nodded, but he would no longer look her in the 
eyes. 

“Let’s go, then.” 

Briefly, Archer touched his temple and pointed toward Cas- 
carra. Dawn was nearly upon them, and the streets were begin- 


ning to stir with life. 
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“No, we can’t get out of Deliene that way anymore. We’ll 
have to go north.” 

As they packed their things, she described the Szythian 
Mountains, poised on the northwestern shores of Deliene. The 
sharp peaks were home to the occasional shepherd and her flock 
in the summer, but with fall approaching, soon they would all 
be gone. No one braved the highlands in the cold months, when 
food and firewood were scarce and the temperatures plunged 
below freezing. 

“Szythia’s not my first choice,” she said. “But what other 
choice do we have?” 

There was an uncomfortable silence as they shouldered their 
packs. Before Archer could speak, she’d spent days in his si- 
lence. His silence used to feel comfortable, familiar. She used to 
wrap herself in it like a cloak. 

Now his silence was warped by the truth about her parents, 
the past he could not share with her, the memory of a kiss. 

She thought of what Tanin had said about Lon and Mareah, 
felt the same sting of their secrets. . . and Archer's. If you loved 
me, you would trust me. 

Sefia’s hands curled around her pack straps. “Come on,” she 
said. 

With swift movements, they replaced the mulch where 
they'd disturbed it and slipped away as dawn crested the peaks 
and the daylight chased them through the pointed tips of the 


pines. 


T: reach the Szythian Mountains, however, they first had 


to cross the sprawling Delienean Heartland—rolling hills 
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like waves, an ocean of gold dotted by cattle and rippled by 
wind—open, exposed, dangerous. 

On the last crest of the Ridgeline, Archer raised a hand to 
his eyes, peering across the stretch of land at the center of the 
Northern Kingdom. 

“Have you seen the Heartland before?” Sefia asked, capping 
her water canteen. 

“Гуе never left Oxscini before.” 

She glanced up at him, studying the crooked profile of his 
nose. So he was originally from the Forest Kingdom, where 
she’d found him over a month ago in a crate marked with the 
©. She wondered if he was from а family of shipbuilders, or 
loggers from the interior. Maybe they’d been members of the 
Royal Navy. He could have even been an orphan, his parents 
killed five years ago when Everica, the Stone Kingdom to the 
east, declared war on Oxscini. 

Was that part of my father’s plans too? 

Swallowing, she fastened the canteen to her pack again. 
“We’ll have to stay off the roads if we want to make it to Szythia 
unnoticed.” 

Wearily, Archer rubbed his eyes, like he was struggling to 
tell the difference between asleep and awake. “And then?” 

She started northward again. “Hopefully we survive the 
winter.” 

“And after that?” he asked. “What will we do?” 

“T don’t know. Keep running.” 

But somehow, that didn’t seem like enough anymore. 

As they meandered through the parched hills, they began 


following a set of cattle tracks, away from the main roads and 
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prying eyes. But soon it became clear they weren’t the only ones 
hoping to avoid being seen. 

There were wheel tracks, divots of horseshoes, and dozens 
of bootprints among the cracked earth and chips of manure. A 
group that large was one she didn’t want to cross. 

Blinking, Sefia summoned the Sight, and flickering streams 
of gold swam across her vision. She used to get dizzy and over- 
whelmed by the sheer amount of information in the Illuminated 
world. An ocean of history, ready to sweep her consciousness 
away from her body, leaving her an empty shell. But since she’d 
been training, all she needed to focus her Sight was a mark—a 
scratch, a dent, a scar—something to anchor her awareness. 

Focusing on the dusty footprints, she saw that twenty 
people—some on foot, some on horseback, some on carts— 
had passed this way only a few hours earlier. 

She inhaled sharply. On the backs of the carts were wooden 
crates, each branded with the ©, the symbol from the Book, 
the same symbol she’d seen six weeks before, when she rescued 
Archer from a crate just like these. 

She blinked again, and her vision cleared. 

Archer touched his fingertips to his forehead, his old way of 
asking a question. What is it? 

She could have lied. She could have kept this from him. But 
she would not let this come between them too. 


*Impressors," she whispered. 
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